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Which traditional uses of wild plants persist in western rural 
societies? A case study in Sierra Norte de Madrid, Spain.
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In traditional societies, the interaction between human beings and plants is essential 
for survival in every realm of life. But what happens when the evolution of a society makes 
it less dependent upon the immediate environment? When need is not in the equation, 
which traditional uses of plants remain and which are left behind? In order to answer these 
questions we studied the use of wild plants in 'Sierra Norte', a mountain region located 
80 km to the North of Madrid city. The objectives of the research were: a) to capture the 
cultural importance of different use categories of wild plants among the population that 
has lived in the study region before 1960, b) to evaluate the present relevance of wild plant 
traditional uses among and c) to compare and analyze both measures in order to give 
an insight of which traditional uses of wild plants persist despite biocultural erosion and 
why. We collected data from 276 informants between 50-90 years of age, through semi-
structured interviews, group interviews and participant observation, during the period 
2003-2006. The interviews included open questions about all the plant use categories: 
medicine, veterinary, human food, animal food, symbolic, technology and craft, fuel, orna-
mental and toxic. For each plant use, we asked whether the informant did still practice it 
or not. To assess the traditional knowledge and present use of wild plants we calculated 
the Cultural Importance Index. The results show that the most culturally important use 
categories in the study area are human food and animal food, followed by technology & 
craft and medicine. However, the present use in these categories is not correlated with 
their cultural importance: while human food and medicine were still in force in more than 
half of the use reports, the trend was opposite for animal food and technology & craft. 
Therefore, we conclude that the cultural importance of a plant use does not determine 
whether the use is abandoned or still practiced under a cultural erosion process. Changes 
in value systems and lifestyles determine new roles of plants: they provide identity and 
leisure instead of being the key for survival.
Keywords: Past and present use, Useful plants, Sierra Norte de Madrid, Traditional 
knowledge.
Affiliation: 1 - Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, Departamento de Biología (Botánica), 
Facultad de Ciencias. Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (UAM). , C/ Darwin 
2, Madrid, Madrid, 28049, Spain; 2 - IMIDRA, Agrarian and Food Research, 
Finca "El Encín" p.o. Box 127, N-II km 38.200, Alcalá de Henares, Madrid, 
28800, Spain; 3 - Facultad de Ciencias, Universidad Autónoma de Madrid, 
Departamento de Biología, Darwin 2, Madrid, 280 49, Spain
Plants species and techniques used for charcoal production in the 
Northeast of Portugal.
Authors: Barreira, Isabel de Sá [1], Carvalho, Ana Maria [2].
Humanized landscapes are mosaics of great natural and anthropological values. 
People have been modeling the landscapes, and as closely linked, both evolved together. 
The forest and the scrublands provided the necessary woody resources for the most di-
verse human activities. For example, wood for the construction of structures and for the 
manufacture of objects, wood for lighting, heating and cooking. In this context, communi-
ties have developed many strategies to obtain the materials needed for their existence. 
These strategies, conditioned by regional availability, were also determined by skills and 
technical capacities as well cultural habits of each community. Charcoal has been follow-
ing the path of societies since the earliest times, being a major energy product in many 
processes. The use of charcoal has made many advantages for social life such as heating 
houses, cooking, and also as fuelwood for mines and forges For decades, in Aveleda, a 
community in the mountainous Portuguese northeastern region of Trás-os-Montes, char-
coal production represented the main source of subsistence for many families. Some ex-
perts used to make charcoal out of the combustion of wood from Erica australis L. (an 
Iberian heather species) and Cistus ladanifer L. (gum rockrose). The charcoal production 
required knowledge and a laborious manufacturing process. The most important skills 
were mainly concerned with the selection of the particular plant materials (e.g. heather 
roots and stems and gum rockrose trunks) and the precise moment to stop combustion. 
The charcoal was sold in the city of Bragança and, especially, after the Spanish Civil 
War was quite well paid, because the raw material was scarce due to overharvesting. 
Nowadays charcoal production is mainly used for domestic consumption, mostly to use in 
forges to manufacture tools and traditional handmade knives. This presentation focuses 
the plants species and techniques used for charcoal production and its social context, in 
rural communities of the Northeastern Portugal.
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